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Sagi Haviv: Early Life

Graphic identity designer Sagi Haviv was born in Nachshonim, Israel in 1974 and grew up on a
kibbutz, a small farm structured as a collective community, or what some might compare to a
commune. He and his family owned nothing for themselves as all belongings were property of
the community. One might infer that this background propelled him to success as he was driven
to search out a better life. Haviv’s mother was a kindergarten teacher and his father had a
leadership role within the kibbutz— neither parent possessed much artistic ability. Haviv has
noted that he was blessed to have very supportive parents who encouraged him to be creative,
even mentioning that their support for his creative skills gave him confidence later on as he
sought a career in design (Domestika, 2019).

Haviv has said that he was creative even in his youth and went on to further discuss his early
attraction to simplicity in art and design in an interview with fellow designer Debbie Millman. In
that interview, he told of an early memory in which he helped his father paint a billboard for his
kibbutz’s business and argued with him in favor of keeping the design simple rather than
decorative (Millman, 2018). Unfortunately there are no existing photos of the billboard. Though
due to his limited experience and resources on the kibbutz, Haviv struggles to provide specific
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examples of his early love of minimal graphics, in that same interview he explained that his
passion for simple visuals has always been an innate part of him.

His education in the arts began when he attended Telma Yelin Arts High School in Givatayim,
Israel, where he continued to develop his creative mind. From a young age, he dreamed of
coming to New York, and after graduating high school and completing his mandatory military
service as an Israeli citizen, he decided to move to the United States to attend college. He moved
to New York City in 1996, but faced difficulties when searching out educational opportunities
and employment. Though he was willing to work any job in order to stay, he unfortunately
struggled to find work. Haviv soon applied to The Cooper Union School of Art because it was
free and the only college he could afford. After weeks of waiting, he was disappointed to learn
his application had been rejected.

In order to maintain his student visa (which he needed in order to stay in the United States)
Haviv decided to study to become an actor. This plan was short-lived, however, as he soon
decided he was not suited to that path. While he worked as a waiter in order to make ends meet,
Haviv decided to re-apply to The Cooper Union in the hopes of getting an arts education, and
this time was accepted. Haviv has said that this acceptance gave him a boost of confidence that
began his path to finding his purpose as a designer. When looking back at an old photo of Haviv
at the beginning of his time at The Cooper Union, marketing expert, Chris Do, known in the
design community as “The Futur”, described the now consistently sharply dressed Haviv as
looking like a “foreign Eminem” who was dropped into the city. (Do, 2018) Do used this point
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to further emphasize Haviv’s extreme transition from his impoverished days on the kibbutz to his
now highly successful professional career in New York. In that interview, Haviv gave credit to
his good friends and mentors from that time in his life for his transformation from a poorly
dressed immigrant to a fashionable professional.

Sagi Haviv: Beginning of his Design Career

While studying at The Cooper Union, Haviv came across the book “TM: Trademarks Designed
by Chermayeff & Geismar” written by Ivan Chermayeff and Tom Geismar. He credits this book
with opening his eyes to the beauty of simple identity design (Butler, 2017). He instantly fell in
love with the two designers’ visual style, distinctive for their use of bold shapes, primary colors,
simple designs. Haviv was ecstatic when Steff Geissbuhler, partner at the Chermayeff &
Geismar design firm, came to teach one of Haviv’s courses at The Cooper Union. Haviv planned
to ask for an internship, but Geissbuhler immediately made it clear to the students that the studio
was not hiring. Despite the professor’s blunt statement, Haviv was invited to show his portfolio
at the firm’s office at the end of the semester, but no job was offered to him.

At Haviv’s graduation from The Cooper Union in 2003, the commencement speaker, artist,
Laurie Anderson, challenged the graduates to be bold in their pursuit of success as designers.
Haviv cites a quote by Anderson, “Do not wait to be asked” as his inspiration for the bold steps
he would take next (PRINT Magazine, 2014). With Anderson’s charge in mind, Haviv decided to
reach out to his former professor. He would go on to plead with Geissbuhler for a position in a
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series of emails, asking for any opportunity to be involved with the studio, even offering to work
for free. After some time passed, in 2003 Chermayeff & Geismar, on Geissbuhler’s
recommendation, agreed to take Haviv on as an unpaid intern. Haviv has described the moment
he first walked through their doors as an intern as feeling as if “had been allowed to enter Mount
Olympus” (Millman, 2018). This was a defining moment when the Israeli immigrant was first
able to get his foot in the door so to speak. In a brief interview with Stephanie Murg for Adweek,
he went on to describe this as the proudest moment in his design career (Murg, 2013).

At the beginning of his time at Chermayeff & Geismar, Haviv worked
on projects that were assigned to him as well as others that he decided
to work on by his own initiative. He put in hours of work to improve
his design skills and began to use some of the motion graphics tools he
learned in college to put together some simple animations of successful
Chermayeff & Geismar logos (Logomotion, 2003). He then showed the
founders of the company his logo animations. The firm recommended
some changes and additions to Haviv’s video and after that work was
complete, they titled the work “Logomotion” and entered it into a
design competition in Japan. To Haviv’s surprise, the video won the

Screen still from “Logomotion”,
by Sagi Haviv. Shot shows
transition between WNEV
Boston to NBC logos.

Tokyo Type Directors Club Award and he was invited to accept the
award in Japan. Haviv cites his return from Japan and the international
acclaim that he received as the watershed moment when he began to be taken seriously at the
studio. He was soon offered a paid position (Domestika, 2019).
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In 2006, Chermayeff & Geismar prepared to split into two separate businesses following creative
differences and shifting directions of key players in the company. Haviv notes that it was all but
assumed that he would follow Steff Geissbuhler, but Ivan Chermayeff and Tom Geismar reached
out to offer him a position on their side of the split (Do, 2018). Struggling to make the choice of
which path to take, Haviv looked for signs to help him decide. He then made the bold decision to
ask the firm’s two founders a radical question in the hopes that it would either draw a harsh “no”
or a surprising “yes”. Haviv requested that they make him a partner, fully expecting them to turn
him down. To his surprise, Chermayeff and Geismar promptly accepted his request and promoted
Haviv to the status of partner at the company. This resulted in a clear decision— Haviv would
remain at Chermayeff & Geismar despite pressure to join the separating faction. In his 2018
interview with Chris Do, Haviv revealed that Steff Geissbuhler did not take this development
well, but that he did handle the news graciously (Do, 2018). Despite their tense professional
relationship, in that interview Haviv claimed that he and Geissbuhler still maintain a friendship
to this day. On the other hand, still bothered by Ivan Chermayeff’s leadership style and way in
which Haviv was taken from his own team despite being his hire, Geissbuhler continues to
publicly express his frustration with Chermayeff & Geismar & Haviv to this day (Paget, 2021).

Sagi Haviv: Partnership and Professional Success

Upon his promotion to partner, Haviv continued to thrive in his work. In the following years, he
absorbed much experience and wisdom from the aging founders and took on more leadership
within the firm. Later, in 2013, after a decade of working at Chermayeff & Geismar, Sagi
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Haviv’s name was added to the name of the firm, with the updated name “Chermayeff &
Geismar, & Haviv”. This cemented Haviv’s influence within the company and confirmed what
many saw as a skyrocketing design career.

Some of Haviv’s most successful identity work since joining the firm has included projects for
Discovery+, Conservation International, Harvard University Press, The US Open, the US
Olympic and Paralympic Museum, and Animal Planet. These projects, like many others of his,
are notable due to cultural prominence and global reach. Throughout his career, Haviv has been
referred to as a “rising star” (PRINT Magazine, 2014) and a “logo prodigy” (The New Yorker,
2017). Haviv has acknowledged that his logo work fits perfectly with the existing portfolio of the

Current logo for Discovery
Channel, the parent company
of Discover+. This logo was
designed by “Roger” an LA
based agency.

Sagi Haviv’s new logo design for
Discover+, a new streaming
service, with minimal design onbrand with its mother company
and rainbow gradient in order to
incorporate colors of its various
sub-brands.

The original, busy logo for
Conservation International,
with hand-painted elements
by the founder of the
organization.

Logo rebrand for Conservation
International, a global innovator
in human aid. Haviv has noted
the challenge of convincing the
client to adopt the simple blue
circle to represent the earth with
the green “conservation” bar.

The previous logo for Harvard
University Press, which was
deemed to be too outdated
and cluttered.

Previous logo for the US Open
tennis event before Sagi Haviv
and his team were asked to
rebrand the event.

The rebranded logo for Harvard
University Press, designed by
the team at Chermaye &
Geismar & Haviv. The logo
blends the letter H with an
abstracted book shelf and
stacked books.

Rebranded logo for the US Open
tennis tournament. Haviv was
challenged with designing a
unique expression of a tennis ball
and used the lightning-fast
movements of professional tennis
as part of the visual solution.
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Sagi Haviv: Design Pioneer

firm spanning over half a century. He explained that this is not
because he aims to mimic the style of Chermayeff and Geismar, but
rather because he believes in the same principles that propelled the
original designers to success and that those principles are evident in
his work just as they are in theirs. (Do, 2018)

Despite his massive variety of identity design projects, spanning from
entertainment networks to global non-profits and from health

The USOPM logo, designed by
Haviv and his team

innovators to educational institutions, Haviv has continued to
implement a stunning level of consistency across the span of his
work. When asked about the high standards to which he holds
himself and his team to, he cites a conversation he once had with
the now deceased Ivan Chermayeff in which the founder advised
him never to put a design in front of a client that he would not be

Screenshot of Haviv’s animation
for the USOPM logo, featuring
scribbled gures completing
various athletic events. All colors
and elements then combine into
the striped logo.

proud to include in his own portfolio. (Millman, 2018) With that in
mind, Haviv is honest about the fact that he has turned away clients
when he has felt that their requests or needs have not met the quality
standards he places on his work.

Sagi Haviv’s approach to design could be described as ultra-simple
and highly memorable. In an interview with fellow designer and
friend, Debbie Millman, Haviv described his relationship with

fi
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The uniquely designed USOPM
building which Haviv has noted
partly inspired the museum’s logo.

simplicity saying “I think the challenge of making something super-simple yet distinctive is
irresistible and almost addictive.” (Millman, 2018). The authenticity of Haviv’s words here is
evident as his excitement shows through when discussing creative challenges. Further
summarizing his school of thought on logo design, Haviv has said “a great mark fulfills three
basic criteria: appropriate to the brand, distinctive enough to be remembered, and simple enough
to work in every situation.” (Domestika, 2019).

When asked about challenges that occur due to his commitment to
simplicity, Haviv has mentioned that convincing clients to embrace
simple marks can be difficult. He emphasizes to his clients that “it’s
never love at first sight” but that a logo takes on meaning over time
(Elm, 2021). In explaining these challenges, Haviv tells the story of

Original Chase Bank logo

when Chase Manhattan Bank hired Ivan Chermayeff and Tom
Geismar for one of their earlier jobs. When the now famous blue
octagon logo was proposed, the top executives were not pleased, but
David Rockefeller championed the logo concept and was able to
secure the logo’s approval. In spite of the resistance of the bank’s

Redesigned Chase Bank
logo, designed by
Chermaye & Geismar

leadership, after a few months the two designers were pleased to see
even the most stubborn of the executives had fully embraced the logo due to its stylish simplicity
and new meaning after it had begun to represent the organization (TEDX Talks, 2017). Haviv has
gone on to encourage those he’s taught not to focus entirely on making their clients happy, but
rather to center their attention on the quality of their work. (The Logo Creative, 2018).

ff
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Other than his two mentors, Sagi Haviv names Paul Rand and Saul Bass as two more legendary
designers who have informed his approach to logo design. Though there are subtle differences,
the similarities between the work of Rand, Bass, Chermayeff, and Geismar are clear (Butler,
2017). He says that the simple modernist approach of those four designers strongly resonated
with him at the start of his career and has heavily influenced his own design work.

Haviv has been challenged by many clients and interviewers to
defend the simplicity of his work. In response, he states that true
distinctive simplicity is the hardest design approach to accomplish.
He has made the point that a logo does not necessarily need to have
any meaning at all, because a successful logo will take on the
meaning of its business as it comes to represent it over time. He
uses his logo work for Conservation International as an example of
an abstract mark that would have no meaning on its own as it’s

A poster designed by Chermaye &
Geismar & Haviv showing how
Conservation International’s updated
logo could be used to represent the
values of the organization.

only a blue circle and green bar, but went on to completely
represent the organization after only a short time serving as its logo (TEDx Talks, 2017).
However, Haviv is not shy about the almost humorous process that took place in order to
convince the organization to adopt the logo rather than keep their original cluttered identity
mark. He uses conversations he had with Conservation International leaders as an example of
difficult clients in many of his educational public speaking appearances.

ff
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Today, the now 47 year old Sagi Haviv continues to produce extraordinary work as a designer
and partner at Chermayeff & Geismar, & Haviv. Along with his work at the firm, Haviv has
developed a passion for education. He now teaches at The School of Visual Arts and has made
himself extraordinarily accessible by writing books, joining podcasts and interviews, and
teaching online classes through websites like Domestika. In the courses he teaches as well as in
his public appearances, Haviv educates his pupils and listeners on the design philosophy that has
made Chermayeff & Geismar & Haviv’s identity designs some of the most effective in the world.
In order to drive home his points and to show his audiences the truth in his words, he often uses
his expansive portfolio as well as the portfolio of his firm to illustrate important lessons for
designers and freelancers.

Sagi Haviv: His Impact

As a designer myself, I am amazed by Sagi Haviv’s incredible
career trajectory, but even more so by the almost unbelievable
level of talent that radiates from his portfolio. In my own work, I
often struggle to keep my logo concepts simple and distinctive
when clients are involved, so I was inspired by Haviv’s stories
of client difficulties…many of which ended well due to his
firm’s commitment to winning their clients over. I am also

Logos for Jetpack (a Wordpress security
add-on) and Drinkworks (a Keurig partner
brand), both designed by Chermaye &
Geismar & Haviv. Note that these beautifully
simple marks were both original logos
rather than rebrands.

inspired by the bold, minimalistic visual style of Haviv’s work, which can be seen in his recent
identity projects for the companies Drinkworks and Jetpack. The visual punch and core

ff
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memorability of projects like these stand out to me and encourage me to take a firmer approach
when presenting my own minimal designs to clients.

One of my favorite works by Sagi Haviv is his logo design
for Animal Planet…and not just because elephants are my
favorite animals. In one of his video lessons as part of an
online course he taught for Domestika, Haviv explained

Previous Animal Planet logos, from 2006
and 2008 respectively

that Animal Planet was in need of a rebrand due to their
outdated wordmark which was hindering their global brand.
From the very start, it was important to Chermayeff &
Geismar & Haviv that they present the best, most functional,
and most visually appealing identity to the client. The firm

Animal Planet logo, designed by Sagi
Haviv and his team.

was willing to scrap Animal Planet’s existing color scheme
and typography as long as they could further boil down the network’s identity. For what would
be their final design solution, they were able to incorporate the network’s original use of an
elephant, but this time in a much more distinctive way. Under Haviv’s direction, the firm
presented the client with a blue leaping elephant, something which had not been done before.
This unique concept was simple, but bursting with joy and energy. Animal Planet quickly
embraced the new idea and the logo has now succeeded in representing the positive energy and
love of nature that the network is known for.
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Ultimately, I believe Haviv’s work for Animal Planet could be used to summarize his work in
general. He has shown time and time again that he is not afraid of taking risks when designing
identities, but at the same time he does not waver when it comes to his core design principles,
regardless of the project or circumstance. As was the case with his Animal Planet identity, his
work is always bold, distinctive, and optimal for a wide variety of uses and scales. The consistent
quality of his work continues to inspire designers— including me— and undoubtedly extends
into the lives of non-designers, even if they are not consciously aware of the man behind some of
their most familiar and beloved marks. In hindsight, one might speculate that it was not simply a
stroke of luck when Ivan Chermayeff and Tom Geismar agreed to make the young Sagi Haviv a
partner at their firm, but rather that they recognized that he was truly one of the greatest design
talents of his time.
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